This vision is featured in the 1978 East
Cambridge Riverfront Plan. The reality
that now exists after a decade of work is
remarkably faithful to the original con-
cept.



11 . Urban Design and Environment

Questions of gppropri ae transportation and housing policy are naturdly
a the forefront of public discussion. However, our daily perceptions of
the qudity of the environment around us frequently rest on the observa
tion of subtle detals of design and fit: matters of landscaping, materids,
or building design, tha can too often be overlooked in the discussions of
the larger issues of the day.

Assumption

> The quality of the dty's urban environment in building des gn, site developmert,
and building and site mateial is a major assd that defines, in part, the city's
appeal asa placein whic to liveand work.

In straning to meet the many bas c obligati onsof the city toits citi zens housing
opportunities, enpl oy ment options, educati on of our children -it is temptingto
overll ook thetangible value of the quality of the city's .environment. Investment in
tha environment may be expend ve whether through dired means such as pakk
improvements, stred trees, and brick sdewalks, orindiredly through

devd opment potentid foregone as aresult of rezoning. However, the careand
attention paid to ahigh quality environment is repad through the commitment
residents and empl ayers meketo the city, the demand for housingit creates and
through the vd ueble commercia space that might bebuilt. The revenues from
those sources are quitedired andthe benefit easly calculated. In addition, a
commitment to qudity hd ps mediate and reducethepatentid confliastha
inevitably arise as areault of the dense urban living that charaderi zes so much of
lifein Cambridge.
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Design review sessions with the commu-
nity helped the architect and the devel-
oper create an especially successful new
building at 1280 Massachusetts Avenue.

Assumption

> Much of thecity's gpecid apped can betraced to its long development history
and the legacy of that history still in existence today. New additionsto the
city should be compatible with that legacy while dso innovativey and
creativey responding to contemporary needs.

Much of tha history was viewed with i ndifference or contenpt not too meny years
ago. But as the phydcal produds of the l e twentieth century and beyond cometo
dom nae and defi ne the character of so much of suburban and rural Anmerica, and
many inner dty districts aswdl, Cambridge's pas beagins to define an ever more
unique and disti nctive environment in an expanding seaof rootl esstrendiness.
Wood frame and brick masonty, real streds and pededrianson sdewvalks,
moderate scal e and conpl exity of uses, trees, grass and buil dingsinstead of asphdt
al gpeakto higorical precedents whichneed notlimit innovaionbut which can
definethelimts withinwhich it can flourish.

Assumption

> With rar e exceptions, development shoul d be requiredto enhance the pedegrian
environment, enhance thepublic realmalong citystreets and ensure and degoen
the quality of the experience of those who walk through Cambridge.
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Much of current building technology and custom and the accommodations typically mede
to theautonohile, ifleft unchedked, areinvariably hogtiletothe bestinteress of a sendtive
urban pedestrian environment. Shadows, wind, barren plazes, multiple driveways, blank
building wdls and streg front paking lats, are all exanples of building patems where
dedgn is indifferent to inmpacts on the public redm In a city where walking is a traffic
mitigaion measureas wdl as aplessant experience and asocid opportunity, real damege is
doreif, over time, the cunmulative effect of each indifferent or unfriendy building or site
ded gn produces apublic environment unkind to thepedestrian and pleasant only for the car.

Assumption

> |t is appropriate that the City should develop urban desgn and devd opment standar ds
for Canbridgethat win provide a guide and framework for all futur eadditions and changes
to the built environment. It is appropriatethat those sandards should vary toreflect the

dive sty of the many environments found thr oughout the city.

In acity where context should playadefining rolein shaping new devd opment, it should be
the obligaionof the City todefinethosebuilding, ste and urban design standards to which
new development will be expeded to conform In devel oping guidelines for East
Canbridge, Central Square, Harvard Square and North Massachusetts Avenue, the City
began theprocess of defining its expedati ons. These guidelines were developeal in

conjunction with mgj or zoning revisions for the affected areas. Those zoning revisions were
crafted suchtha thedevd opment guiddines can be mandated for, or at | east subgantidly
guide review of, new development which is subject to discretionary permitsbeforethe
Planning Board or the Board of Zoning Appeal.

A sidewalk cafe in North Cambridge
helps make a friendlier urban experience
along this part of Massachusetts Avenue
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The Linear Park in North Cambridge
transformed an obsolete rail corridor
into an enjoyable urban amenity. It
creates a pleasant connection of North
Massachusetts Avenue to Alewife Sta-

tion as well as to Davis Square Station.

Many criticd areas of Canbridge, however, are not mverad by any sysematic se¢ of
devd opment guiddines. Even where such guiddines do exi¢, construction which reguires no
discretionary permt (speda permit or variance) nead not conform Without discmouraging
innovati on or pred uding design and development options which better servethe publicinteres,
it is important to define a range of devd opment standards from mandatory to recommended,
which reflect the diversty of character from neighborhood to neighborhood, and which are
consigently and fairly appliedto all development. The badc e ements of the zoning ordinance
height, use, densty and setbacks, are rudi mentary guidelines for development. At tha level each
rezoning adopted further refines the City's devel opment pdicy. Even at that basic levd much
work remeinsto bedone severd digrias and much of the city's land areais, for instance, not
subjed to ahdghtlimit.

Many more subtl ei ssues of buil ding design, materials, |andscgping and ste design,
modul &ions of hei ghts, transitions between uses and scal es of buil ding, the rel aionshi p of
buildingsto publicstreds, regul &ion of the des gn and pl acement of parking faciliti es are among
many otherissues whichshould be explored. Those that are criticd should be made mandatory,
others may be appropriatdy cast assuggestions.
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Ur ban Design and

Environment Policies

These policies take into account thephysical environmental aspeds of all
polides containedin this document sothat appr opriatel yrespons ve urban

ded gn plans for thevarious parts of the dty may be made.

Design Review

Desgn reviev mechanisns arein place for some parts of the city: the East
Cambridge riverfront, Harvard Square, and Centrd Square anong a
few other districts in the city, are the subject of detailed design
standards and urban deved opment plans which are enforced through
specid or planned unit deved opment permits issued by thePlanning
Board. However, there are still dgnificant aress of the city which
have no such standards or plans. Even inthe aress identified above
many projects not requiring aspecid permit may ignore the
standards that arein place. Consistent and rdiable regulations are
needed to serve dl segments of the community, providing direction
for deveopers as well as protection for residents who live near the
deve opment and for the citizenry a large.

Urban Ded gn and Environment

All buildings in the East Cambridge
Riverfront underwent detailed review to
ensure compliance with the City’s plan
and design guidelines.
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Existing guidelines for partiaular sections of the city shoud continue to be

followed {ind uding The East Cambridge Riverfront, University Park, Central Square,

Harvard Square, North Mass Ave. and North Point). Pdicy 57 suggests that like

existing guiddines tha have been developed and refined over many years, new

guiddines should also reflect the spedfic character and goals for the different parts of

the city. In particular, new guidelines are needed for portions of Alewife, the

remai ning Indugry B zoningdistricts, and the Memorial Drivetiverfront, and areasin

prominent locations where new development will be very visbhle and contribute
Design review for new development prominently to thevisud image and environmental quality of the city for many years

should be established throughout into thefuture.

the city for all areas where future Pdigy 58 isintendedto address the fact that, for meny areas, asingle nav prgject
development will be of a scale or ha i athetic to] g h L hati f
quantity that will potentially change tha isunsympatheti c toits surroundi ngs can have anegyativeinmpact tha is out o

or establish the character of the propotrtion to its mere size. For exanple, acorner storein apurely residentid areaoften
district. standsout; this canbe awel come addition or an e/esore dependi ng upon the character of

thedesign. In esped aly diginguished areas, a historicdisttict designaion may be appro-

prige andthe design reviav very detdled. In still other ciraumstances, wherethe

Even in areas where the character of character is more modest, theneighborhood conservation distrid approach may be most
a district is firmly established and approptiate. For some other areas, review of only the most significant new projeds

new development is likely to be very . . . i
modest, design review should be might be conduded through aspedal permit processunder the zoning ordinance, where

required where small scale changes only the most generali zed des gn standards might besuffi cient.
are likely to disrupt the desired dis-
trict character.

Through the design review process in
Harvard Square, two developers were
required to coordinate their site im-
provements, resulting in fewer curb cuts
and a better walkway system for pedes-
trians.
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Urban Design Standards

In orderto guide physicd growth in theways outlined in thispdicy doaument, urban design
standards neal to be srengthened where existing and arti cul 2ed where laking.

Two mgjor points neal to be addressed: height limits should beimpased throughout the dty,
and the dens'ty bonus granted i nthe zoning ordi nance for uses whi ch abut partiaulaly wide
streds or public open gace should be eliminaed. Bath of these outdated provisions of the zoning
ordinance are antitheti cal to more recent efforts to ensure that new development will bein scde
with the positive agects of the exiging character of Canbridge.

Moregenerdly, the goplicaion of azoning ded gnation to an areain the city should accuraely

reflect publicpadicy with regard to the character of that area. Many development conflids have
arisen inthe past because the existing character of azoning distri ct has been quite different {and
usualy much | ess dense} than that permitted by the dimensiond standards of the applicabl e zoning.
Wherethat disparity exists the zoning designation should be changed or the inappropriae features of

the zoning distri cts regul ationsshoul d be dtered.

Padlicy 60 recommends tha design sandards should be crafted for areas subjectto mgjor future
devd opment. In devd oping these standards, the fol lowing criteriashould al waysbe considered:
Buildings should enhance the Sreetd evd experienceby providing trangarency at the ground

floor, providing "eyes on the stred" for safety and ani mation;

Thepartiaular and differing characters of the stred sthroughout the dty shoul d be recogni zed;
guiddines should reinforce desired setbadks, types of landscapi ng, building frontages, etc,; and

Open spaces { parks, squares, | andscaped setbacks, urban wilds} should belinked by safe and
attragive streds and sdavalks theoverd!| dty god isto redize aconplee systemof publicways
and open spaces. In certain ingances, the effecti veness of exi sting open space facilities canbe
incressed through additiond open pace or other forms of pedestrian and recreationd links between
both publidy and privaely owned spaces; the creati on of suchlinks should recdve high priority and

encouragement.
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The regulations for all zoning dis-
tricts in Cambridge should reflect the
city’s fundamental urban design and
environmental objectives: height,
setback, use, site development, and
density standards imposed should
be consistent with or advance those
urban design objectives.

POLICY 60

Urban design and environmental
standards should be developed for
all areas of the city which are or may
be in the future subject to redevelop-
ment or significant new develop-
ment.
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Steps are being taken to determine the
design of a park that will belp transform
the character of the area south of Pacific
Street, adjacent to University Park. This
illustration is one example of how the
site might be designed.
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It isimportant to note that there are higoric district regulations arealy in place in many
parts of thecity. Policy 61 recommends that any new urban design sandards be consdered in
thelight of these exiging controls s tha thereisno contradidionin city polides.

More generdly, however, there are many districts and neighborhoods in the city which
whilenot so ecid as to require deail ed, higorically precise preservation, nevethdess have a
feel and character that refl ects thar evolution over many decadesif not centuries. That context
gives Canbridge its gecid identity and should be regpected, if not continualy replicaed
exactly, in any desgn standards or zoning digrids. That context should be respeded as well

whenever any new phydcal aditions are maedeto the city's environment.

Palicy 62 recognizes the need for urban design standards to ensure that gpropriate Urban design standards should

transitions are mede between differing uses. Where conflids are inevitabl e, concessions should be reflect the historic context within
which change will occur while per-
mitting design that is responsive to
' contemporary circumstances.

POLICY 62

As transitions between differing
uses are extremely importantin a
densely developed city, urban de-
sign standards should be developed
to ensure that these transitions are
made properly, respecting the maxi-
mum extent possible the needs of
each contrasting use.

made to the neads of the more vulnerable use for exanple, residential uses should be shielded
from the negaiveinpacts of an adjacent industrial or office use, through landscaping, sebadks
and architedurd design.
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